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Abilities
for all

nder a brilliant blue sky in the great outdoors, John Dery is exactly where he wants to be today. Dery is on the 
Crotched Mountain Foundation’s Dutton Brook Trail in Greenfield, N.H., rounding a bend and approaching 
a bridge over a brook. He gives his scooter a slight boost of power to get over the bridge and passes a huge 
rock, close enough to feel the lichens and moss. 

Before developing multiple sclerosis, Dery used to hike Crotched Mountain, even leading sixth graders on nature 
hikes. Now on his scooter, Dery is thrilled to return to his old haunts. 

The Dutton Brook Trail is one of two trails Crotched Mountain Foundation opened to the public in 2011 that can 
be easily enjoyed by people with physical disabilities, whether they’re in a wheelchair or, like Dery, use a scooter. 
They’re also great for seniors and parents with strollers – or anyone out for a pleasant day of hiking.

While these trails are accessible, they’re not wimpy. They provide some challenges and bring the visitor to beauti-
ful woods, meadows and a mountaintop full of all the natural sights, smells and sounds that we all love.

The Perfect Place for Access
Since 1953, the nonprofit Crotched Mountain Foundation has served children and adults with disabilities, as 

well as their families. Its school and hospital are situated on a shoulder of Crotched Mountain, in the heart of the 
Monadnock Region.

In 2006, as part of its strategic planning, Crotched Mountain took a close look at its lands and facilities with an 
eye toward better connecting people with disabilities to nature. Not content to simply say, “Let’s build trails for people 
with disabilities,” Crotched Mountain’s process was exhaustive, with many results. With help from folks at the N.H. 
Fish and Game Department and other agencies and organizations, Crotched Mountain prepared a natural resource 
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CrotChed Mountain Foundation’s trails 
oFFer aCCess and Challenge

BY 
eriC Aldrich
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paths around the campus, they wanted real trails that would wind 
through outdoor environments with interesting destinations and nat-
ural rewards. They wanted to create the world’s longest universally 
accessible trails in a mountainside environment.

To accomplish this, they recruited Peter S. Jensen and Associates of 
Great Barrington, Mass., one of the country’s most respected design-
ers of accessible trails. With funds raised by Crotched Mountain, 
Jensen designed and built two trails, both starting from a trailhead 
off Crotched Mountain Road, one going down and another going up. 

“With these trails, we don’t want to be a unique destination,” says 
Michael Redmond, Crotched Mountain Foundation’s senior vice 
president and chief operating officer. “We hope to inspire others to 
offer this kind of experience.”

dutton Brook and Gregg Trails
After a few years of construction, the Dutton Brook Trail was 

completed in 2010 and officially opened in 2011. 
Starting from the parking area and trailhead, the Dutton Brook 

Trail descends, winding through maples, birches, pines and hem-
locks, and ultimately around a wildlife-filled marsh. The highlight 
of this two-mile circuit is an observation deck at the marsh, where 
you can see and hear frogs, red-winged blackbirds, sparrows, war-
blers, maybe even a great blue heron.

The trail has a hard-packed dirt surface with bridges and rails 
in some spots. Beside the trail, nature is left in place. A visitor in a 
wheelchair can touch rocks, trees and ferns along the trail.

On one of the first days the trail was open, Redmond encountered 
a group of visitors, including a young man with cerebral palsy. “He 
couldn’t speak, but he could smile,” Redmond says. “You could tell 
that he loved it. He really enjoyed that experience of being so close 
to nature. It was very healthy for him.”

Ascending from the trailhead and parking lot, the Gregg Trail, 
named after the family closely associated with the founding of 

Clockwise from top left: The U.S. Forest Service’s national accessibility program 

manager, Janet Zeller, identifies distant mountain peaks on an educational panel 

on the Gregg Trail; “Dignity in risk”: portions of the trail include challenging 

terrain with sharp curves and narrow corridors; numerous bird species live here, 

including the boisterous red-winged blackbird.

inventory and an outdoor recreation master plan. The end goal was 
not to create opportunities for recreation for people with disabili-
ties, but to create opportunities accessible to everyone.

It was clear that Crotched Mountain Foundation had much poten-
tial on its 1,400 acres. Some of its lands, the foundation knew, could 
not only host sustainable forestry and restored habitats, but should 
also be permanently protected from development, a goal that was 
realized last year through a 1,200-acre conservation easement.

With its diverse lands, Crotched Mountain Foundation officials 
had big ambitions for its trails. Not content with simple wheelchair 
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The Crotched Mountain trails are open seasonally 

from dawn to dusk from late spring through fall. 

Hikers of all abilities are encouraged to bring a buddy and 

to come prepared with weather-appropriate clothing, a 

charged cell phone, a fully charged wheelchair/scooter 

Crotched Mountain, was opened in 2011. It rises through a series of 
switchbacks to the top of an open knoll with gorgeous views of the 
Monadnock Region’s hills and valleys. Visitors can pick blueberries 
from their wheelchairs, then wheel onto an observation deck where 
interpretive signs give names to the many hills on the horizon. In 
the fall, it’s a terrific place to watch migrating hawks; in fact, the 
Harris Center for Conservation Education has made this a fall hawk-
watching destination for many years. 

Janet Zeller is a national accessibility program manager for the 
U.S. Forest Service who was instrumental in writing the Federal Trail 
Accessibility Guidelines. She is proud of what Crotched Mountain 
has accomplished. “This is the only trail system in the country that 
is a complete trail system from the top of a mountain to a wetland 
bog,” Zeller says in an award-winning video about the trails. “The 
opportunity to get out in the deep woods on a trail with my family 
and friends, despite the fact that I use a wheelchair, is a real gift.” 

dignity in risk
Along the trail, interpretive signs offer visitors a guided tour of 

the trails and their habitats. Produced by the N.H. Fish and Game 
Department, these engaging signs describe the many kinds of habi-
tats, wildlife and natural treasures to be found on the trails. 

Like any treasure hunt, the rewards have to come with a bit of 
work. While the trails meet the high standards of the U.S. Forest 
Service accessibility guidelines, they are designed to have a little 
difficulty. “We believe there’s dignity in risk,” Redmond says. 

For example, the trails have grades of no more than 8 percent, so 
for the visitor in a wheelchair, there’s some effort in going up and 
down … like any good hike. And there are some sharp curves and 
narrow spots between rocks, trees and other features.

“The journey is part of the experience,” Redmond says. “We 
wanted to take the trails to places that are interesting in and of 
themselves.”

Access for the Future
Going forward, Crotched Mountain is looking to create more 

access opportunities with its natural assets. At Sunset Lake, for 
example, the Foundation already provides accessible swimming, 
and may look at ways to incorporate family camping. Other parts of 
its lands may offer opportunities for wilderness-style camping with 
a tent platform. 

The Foundation’s recreational therapy program hosts adaptive 
downhill skiing at Crotched Mountain Ski Area – on the other 
side of the mountain in Bennington. The program also offers 

battery, water, sunscreen and insect repellent. Bicycles 

and motorized vehicles, other than wheelchairs and 

scooters, are not allowed. Dogs (except service dogs) are 

not allowed. Maps, trail openings and closures, videos and 

additional trail information can be found at cmf.org/trails.

VisiTing CroTChed MounTain
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opportunities for kayaking and is even looking into rock-climbing 
experiences for visitors.

Crotched Mountain is also exploring the possibility of offering 
wheelchair-accessible hunting in the future. If this works out, the 
Foundation would find places on its land where participants and 
visitors could enjoy safe opportunities for successful hunting trips.

All of this, according to Redmond, is part of Crotched Mountain’s 
view that nature has a unique way of providing people with pleasure, 
no matter your abilities. It all takes ambition, money and support, he 
says. But the Dutton Brook and Gregg trails show that it can be done.

On this one day on the Dutton Brook Trail, visitor John Dery 
maneuvers his power-scooter onto the observation deck and takes a 
long, pensive look.

“I congratulate Crotched Mountain and all the people who made 
it possible,” Dery says. “I love these trails. This is exactly where I 
want to be right now.”

Eric Aldrich, a former editor of N.H. Wildlife Journal, lives and 
hikes in Hancock and works for The Nature Conservancy.

John Dery looks out across the wetland from the Dutton Brook Trail observation 

deck. "This is exactly where I want to be!" says Dery.


